reassessment of her life and work. Cross, the lOVing husband and censor, bowdlerized her letters and tailored his comments to show us a deeply moralistic, intellectually over-freighted woman. In leaving this impression he was not, of course, entirely mistaken; but recent scholarship has allowed us a less partial view of her early years, when she was simply Marian Evans and had neither earned nor felt the need of a pseudonym. Although this new light does not quite reveal the intellectual sibyl of the Cross legend emerging as a nymph, it does permit us to see her as a flesh-and-blood woman whose charms were sufficient to attract the passionate devotion of men and to arouse the hostility and jealousy of other women. We are now reminded that she dwelt for many years in the suburbs of Bohemia, and that the fascination she exerted on such men as Dr. Brabant, John Chapman, and Herbert Spencer-as well as Cross and Lewes-was not solely intellectual.
liberal, or heretical. Chapman provided, without a question, the most important clearing house for opinions of this sort in mid-century England, and 142 Strand was probably the only gathering place in London where heterodoxy would be so warmly welcomed.
The unorthodoxy of Chapman's personal life provided an appropriate setting for such liberalism. It was at his urging that George Eliot translated Feuerbach's The Essence of Christianity in 1854, but Chapman had translated some of Feuerbach's theories about the marital relation into action before this--with perhaps a touch of Byron's thrown in. Elisabeth Tilley served not ouly as governess of the establishment but also as Chapman's mistress, and so long as this menage il trois was not HALE WlllTE AND GEORGE ELIOT 439 threatened by outside competition it worked out surprisingly well. But the addition of Marian Evans as a boarder created a major crisis in the household. The two ladies, wife and governess, suspected Chapman's motives and, on one occasion, combined forces to send Miss Evans packing. Miss Evans' part in all this is obscure, but Chapman's Diary for 1851 records an occasion when she burst into tears upon suspecting that Chapman'S devotion was inspired more by her talents as a compiler of his Analytical Catalogue than by her appeal as a woman.
It was into such an establishment that Hale White came in October 1852. If he was aware of Chapman's philandering habits, he did not choose to record the fact very explicitly:
He had "liberal" notions about the relationship between the sexes. Not that he was a libertine, but he disbelieved in marriage, excepting for so long as husband and wife are a necessity to one another. If one should find the other uninteresting. or somebody else more interesting, he thought there ought to be a separation. s
Had Hale White known how Chapman joined practice with preachment, he would doubtless have been deeply shocked. But even without this knowledge, there was plenty in the intellectual life at Chapman's to disturb him. Though he was himself an apostate from orthodoxy, he was also morbidly shy and introspective--and emotionally ill-equipped to live comfortably in the open spaces of such emancipation. The old creed was dead for him, but he felt lost and miserable without it. In a letter to his father, written shortly after his arrival, his fears and dissatisfaction are clearly expressed:
With aU that you say I most cordially agree, most especially with what you say about cold negativism. Mr. Chapman is nothing so much of a negation merely as many of his books are, but I see, and must see infinitely more of this heartliness [sic] emptiness both in books and men than I ever saw before, and this drives me back again to all myoId eternal friends who appear more than ever perfect, and Jesus above them all.-i
The same sense of spiritual alienation is reflected in the account of his first interview with Chapman, when he was applying for work.
As the New College council had tested my orthodoxy, so Chapman tested my heresy and found that I was fit for the propagandist work in No. 142 and for its society. He asked . me if I believed in miracles. I said "Yes and no." I did not believe that an actual Curtius leaped into the gulf in the Forum and saved Rome, but I did believe in the spiritual truth set forth in tbe legend. This reply was allowed to pass, altbougb my scepticism would have been more satisfactory and more useful if it had been a little more thorough.' But if much left him cold at Chapman's, Marian Evans assuredly did not. Here was warmth and light. If we can believe the account Hale White gives in his "fictional" books, he became, after only a brief association, "entirely overcome with unhesitating absorbing love for her.'" Can we take these words at their face value? Or is this simply a rudderless young man's expression of gratitude for a woman's kind attentions? These questions present us a problem in the evaluation of evidence. In Hale White's work we find two kinds of writing: the articles and memoirs signed with his true name (the "objective" account), and those quasi-autobiographical works signed "Mark Rutherford" (the "fictional" account). The material of greatest interest is found in the "fictional" account, for there, behind the mask of "Mark Rutherford," he is much more intimate and self-revealing. Hale White's writing is notable for its objectivity, restraint, and businesslike faithfulness to bare fact. But Mark Rutherford reveals a man of consuming passions and acute emotional sensitivity. If I can convince my readers that the "fictional" account may, in all major aspects, be accepted as true, that the stories and the Autobiography can be depended upon as valid sources of biographical detail, then we shall have the materials for an important chapter in Hale White's life and an interesting footnote to George Eliot's. 7 Before letting the facts more or less speak for themselves, however, I feel that they should be prefaced by a few items of external evidence. Hale White once remarked to his second wife that "he never created a character in his life, never sat down to write without having somebody before his mind's eye.'" This remark is particularly applicable to his first books, the Autobiography and Mark Rutherford's Deliverance, but a close study of his other work indicates that Hale White, in nearly all of his fiction, was a literal transcriber of his personal experience. He would alter names, scramble chronology and genealogy, or contrive a clumsy plot, but the people animating his pages are with hardly an exception modelled after real people he had known, and the very incidents in which they appear are seldom entirely invented.· Let us take, as a first example, the "fictional" account of Hale White's interview with Chapman as it is recorded in the Autobiography (pp. and compare it with the "objective" account already quoted. In the novel Chapman appears as "Wollaston" and Marian Evans as "Theresa," but otherwise their identity is unmistakable. Even the wording is, in some places, a close paraphrase. In the objective account too we learn that Hale White's duties at Chapman's-after a short time on the Westminster itself-were "To write Chapman's letters, to keep his accounts, and, most disagreeable, to 'subscribe' his publications" (Early Life, p. 83). In the Autobiography (p. 143) his duties under Wollaston are virtually the same: "I was to sell his books, keep his accounts, read proofs, run errands, and, in short, do just what he did himself." Just how "disagreeable" he found the "subscribing" aspect of the work is eloquently substantiated in the Autobiography, and gives rise to a major dramatic episode which we shall view later.
Hale White's description of his first meeting with George Eliot in "George Eliot as I Knew Her" is also unmistakably shadowed forth again, with amplification, in the fiction. In the objective account he writes:
I remember vividly the day on which I came to No. 142, and had lunch there. Miss Evans sat opposite to me. I was a mere youth, a stranger, awkward and shy. She was then almost unknown to the world, but I had sense enough to discern she was a remarkable creature. I was grateful to her because she replied even with eagerness to a trifling remark I happened to make, and gave it some importance. That was always her way. lO That "trifling remark" and the degree to which Marian Evans ministered to Hale White's almost pathological lack of self-confidence are dilated upon in the fictional account. Mark Rutherford met Theresa at lunch after his first morning's work at Wollaston's (Autobiography, pp. 143-4). "She had a way," he writes, " ... of sitting back in her chair at table and looking straight at the person with whom she was talking." This conversational habit was at first disconcerting to Mark Rutherford, who had not been accustomed to women who could assume an intellectual equality with men. But although Theresa contradicted him in the following exchange, the fact that she heeded his remark at all was enough to make this shy youth deeply grateful.
Her uncle [Wollaston's fictional relation to Theresal happened to know some popular preacher whom I knew [possibly Frederick Denison Mauricel, and I said that I wondered so many people went to hear him, for I believed him to be a hypocrite, and hypocrisy was one of the easiest of crimes to discover. Theresa, who had hitherto been silent, and was reclining in ber usual atti- attention to the fact that one C!llap:man's she for our author. Cllap.ma,n "'~"I"'n .... .ri", of her arrival he went with her to a and later "Mosart. "11 In Eliot as I Knew Her" Hale White remembers She delighted in music, and played Beethoven, one evening, as I shall never forget, to me alone. She was not, I suppose, a first-rate performer, but she more than satisfied me, and I was, I am afraid, a little incoherent in my thanks.
The same detail is served up again in the Autobiography (pp. 148-9):
She was fond of music. and occasionally I asked her to play to me. She had a great contempt for bungling, and not being a professional player, she never would try a piece in my presence of which she was not perfectly master.
She particularly liked to play Mozart, and on my asking her once to playa piece of Beethoven, she turned round upon me and said : "You like Beethoven best. I knew you would. He encourages a luxurious revelling in the incomprehensible and indefinably sublime. He is not good for you."
Once in later life Hale White confessed to lacking any real interest in art and to wanting an ear for music-though he feigned such interests." But we hardly need that knowledge to detect here a greater interest in the performer than the performance.
Two other matters deserving emphasis are reflected in both the objective and fictional accounts: Hale White's deep regret that he let his association with George Eliot lapse after leaving Chapman's, and his refusal to accept her invitation to the theatre on a night when the famous French actress, Rachel," was playing. The intense and repeated emphasis these matters receive in Hale White's writing lead us to suspect that-at least in his self-image-he longed to occupy a more intimate place in George Eliot's affections. In the objective account he writes (Early Life, pp. 83-4):
It is a lasting sorrow to me tbat I allowed my friendship with her to drop, and that after I left Chapman I never called on her. She was then unknown, except to a few friends, but I did know what she was worth .. .. She took the kindest notice of me, an awkward creature not accustomed to society.
It is sad that youth should be so confident in its own resources that it will not close its hand upon treasure that is placed inside it. It was not only George Eliot by whom I neglected to profit. I might have seen Rachel. I recollect the evening, and I believe I was offered a ticket. It was not worth while to walk a couple of hundred yards to enrich myself forever! It is of special interest to note that if he was offered a ticket it was probably through the kind ollices of George Henry Lewes, who was then doing dramatic reviews for the Leader, and who, since at least March 1853,14 had won warm favour in the eyes of Marian Evans. If the ticket came from this source, it might have had a good deal to do with Hale White's refusal. These suppositions begin to have more plausibility when we view the fictional account. In the sketch, "Confessions of a Self-Tormentor" we are presented (More Pages, pp. 117-20) with a "Mrs. A" who in appearance and character is, without a question, Marian Evans. Not only did Mrs. A invite the "I" of the story to see Rachel, but he refused because of jealousy of another companion whom she had also asked to go along: Mrs. A. took much notice of me, and her attitude towards me was singular.
She was Dot quite old enough to be motherly to me, but she was too old for restrictions on her intercourse with me, and ber wide experience and wisdom well qualified her to be my directress. Often when I went to her house nobody was tbere, and she would talk to me with freedom on all sorts of subjects. I did not fall in love with her, but she was still attractive as a woman, and difference of sex, delightful manners, subtle intellect, expressive grey eyes, and lovely black hair streaked with white, might have taught me much which I sat sulky and dumb. At last she turned to me and asked me smilingly why I was so quiet. I replied that I did not understand a word of what they were saying (which was untrue) and that if they would talk about Stamps and Taxes I could join. She divined in an instant what was the matter with me, and diverted the discussion so that it might be within my reach . . . . Her . sweet temper, however, could not be disturbed, and she announced that she was going to see Rachel, the great actress, and invited us both to accompany her. I refused on the ground that I knew nothing of French (also untrue). She assured me that if I would read the play beforehand I should be in no difficulty. I was really touched by her kindness, but the devil in me would But this Demon, in the present instance at least, might well have been the little green-eyed monster itself, and the cousin, in real life, none other than George Henry Lewes. One aspect of Hale White's insecurity was his need to be solely and exclusively loved, and another was his incapacity to involve himself in competitive situations--especially where a woman was concerned. Like most introverts, he was fiercely possessive, but he lacked the confidence to face a rival gracefully. This is not to claim that Hale White wanted to marry George Eliot. But that the fictional account is extremely close to actual fact seems indisputable; and if this is so it seems equally indisputable that Hale White, in his own peculiar way, was in love with her. That there was a strange ambivalence in his feelings goes without saying-perhaps his statement that she was not old enough to be "motherly" to him suggests what he most desired. But the joining of these two accounts provides persuasive evidence that George Eliot was for him considerably more than a mere literary enthusiasm. "The curse for me," he writes in his fictional "Confessions" (More Pages, p. 120), "has not been plucking forbidden fruit, but the refusal of divine fruit offered me by heavenly angels." In writing these words he had Mrs. A. clearly in mind.
Once in his life, however, Hale White made a gesture in the direction of renewing contact with George Eliot. One of the few lifelong friends remaining from his Chapman experience was William Maccall, whom he described in his article on Chapman as "that strangely gifted and wayward man of genius."" This man appears in the "Confessions of a Self-Tormentor" in the following passage (More Pages, pp. 121-2), which again provides evidence linking Mrs. A. with George Eliot: Some years afterwards I wrote to her [Mrs. A.] asking her if she could get work for a starving man whom she had known in older days, and she helped him to obtain it. Two years after she had done this kind office, and had shown she bad not forgotten me. she died . ...
We know from unpublished letters among Hale White's literary remains that he had in fact written to George Eliot-not two but four years before her death-asking her to assist Maccall in his penury. Carlyle wrote of Maccall that "there never was a man who went about with any dignity on so little money."16 His eccentric gospel of individualism attracted few disciples and brought in fewer material returns. But in applying on his behalf to George Eliot, Hale White was rewarded with only the meagre satisfaction of a reply from Lewes. The good deed was accomplished, but one suspects that this was the excuse and not the primary motive in the correspondence. These letters provide the only concrete evidence that George Eliot remembered Hale White, but they are equally important by way of suggesting that Hale White tried to recapture a lost opportunity which was to him a deep regret. What the portrait was we do not know, but among mutually shared "old favorites" were Rousseau, Spinoza, Bunyan, and Thomas a Kempis. In 1879 Hale White opened a correspondence with Browning by the device of sending him a portrait of Bunyan, and it is possible that he made the same gift to George Eliot." But whatever the likeness was, there can be little doubt that it was presented in the hope that George Eliot might also remember Hale White among her "old favorites."
In the "Confessions of a Self-Tormentor," however, Mrs. A. (George Eliot) is credited with assisting the "starving man," whereas we know from these letters that it was the work of Lewes. Why this alteration was made is not hard to guess: not only did Hale White want to honour George Eliot, but he most certainly did not want to praise Lewes. He scarcely mentions Lewes in any of his writing, and when he does it is not warmly. We should hardly be surprised that the man who won the permanent attentions of George Eliot shonld not stand high in Hale White's regard.
But in letters and conversation throughout his life Hale White repeatedly mentioned George Eliot in deeply affectionate terms. In one conversation he refers to her as a "sweet, gentle creature" and adds, "I could worship that woman. "I. Again, after paying a visit to Mrs. Charles Lewes, the widow of George Eliot's stepson, on June 18, 1898, he wrote to a correspondent saying; "[I] am glad to find that my love for her after so long an absence from her is unchanged."2. But a second letter to another friend is perhaps more revealing in this regard;
I went to see Mrs. Lewes a little while ago, sat at the desk where George
Eliot wrote her books, and read many of her letters (unpublished) to her step-children, delightfully affectionate and even playful, but the light that lay upon them was uniformly toned and reduced to a kind of sunset tint, such as that I now see upon the grassy hill opposite to me. They were very pathetic to me, and, reviving myoId passion for the woman, they made me begin to read her allover again. 21 Just what did he think of her five-and-thirty years earlier? An important addition to the information already offered is one further incident recounted in the Autobiography. If we can now read this incident feeling some confidence in its validity as true history, it can tell us much.
In describing his work at Chapman's, Hale White dilates at considerable length on his feelings of inadequacy and insufficiency. Above all, as we have learned, he hated the "subscribing" aspect of the work, which involved going the rounds of the London booksellers and asking them how many copies of a Chapman publication they would be willing to take. Many of the booksellers were, in his eyes, a "rough set," and the young man wilted before this competitive situation. He became nervous and, in psychological terms, "accident-prone." A major crisis of his early career was occasioned by his subscribing a set of Chapman's books "thirteen as twelve" when his orders were to sell them "twentyfive as twenty-four" (this simply meant that the buyer of twenty-four books got one free). But hard on the heels of this blunder followed one more serious, which raised his nervous anxiety and self-contempt to a near breaking point. The incident is thus detailed in the Autobiography ? I heard my uncle distinctly tell you to mark on the manuscript, when it went to the printer, that it was to be printed in demy octavo, and you have marked it twelvemo." I had had little sleep that night ... and suddenly the room seemed to fade from me and I fainted. When I came to myself, I found that Theresa had not sought for any help; she had done all that ought to be done. She had unfastened my collar and had sponged my face with cold water. The first thing I saw as I gradually recovered myself, was her eyes looking steadily at me as she stood over me, and I felt her hand upon my head. When she was sure I was coming to myself, she held off and sat down in her chair. I was a little hysterical, and after the fit was over I broke loose. With a storm of tears, I laid open all my heart. I told her how nothing I had ever attempted had ever succeeded ... that now I found I was useless ... and that the meanest clerk in the city would serve them better than I did. I was beside myself, and I threw myself on my knees, burying my face in Theresa's lap and sobbing convulsively. She did not repel me, but she gently passed her fingers through my hair. Oh the transport of that touch! It was as if water bad been poured on a burnt hand, or some miraculous Messiah had soothed the delirium of a fever-stricken sufferer . ... She gently lifted me up, and as I rose I saw her eyes too were wet. "My poor friend," she said, "I cannot talk to you now. You are not strong enough, and for that matter nor am I, but let me say this to you, that you are altogether mistaken about yourself. The meanest clerk in the city could not take your place here." There was just a slight emphasis I thought upon the word "here."
The incident closes with Theresa herself correcting and paying for the mistake. But of greatest interest is the sequel to this episode.
The next day, when he went back to work, Mark Rutherford tells us (Autobiography, p. 157), "I worshipped Theresa, and was entirely overcome with unhesitating ahsorbing love for her." On one level, of course, these words might be taken simply as a hysterical young man's gratitude for some maternal or sisterly attentions. But what complicates this easy solution is the fact that, in the Autobiography, Mark Rutherford was at the same time in love with another woman with whom he was contemplating marriage, and that his love for Theresa was in obvious and open conflict with this other love. He writes (pp. 157-8):
After a time, the thought of Mary recurred to me. I was distressed to find that, in the very height of my love for Theresa, my love for Mary continued should not have been so much perplexed, but it did not. It may be ignominious to confess it, but so it was; I simply record the fact. Now this "Mary" in the Autobiography is almost certainly patterned after Miss Harriet Arthur, the girl to whom Hale White became engaged and subsequently married. Hale White's second son, John, declared in his reminiscences of his father: "The fact is that if he drew any character from her [his first wife] it was that of Mary Mardon .. . who is one of his most sympathetic creations."22 And the records bear out the fact that he was courting her during the very years he was at Chapman's. These facts strongly indicate, therefore, that the love Mark Rutherford bore for Theresa was that of a man for a woman and not simply that of a worshipper before a literary idol or that of a grateful boy for a benefactress. Nor is it hard to understand why he would feel it "ignominious" to confess this ambivalence. For the woman Hale White did marry was still alive when he penned these words.
The fact that in the book Mark Rutherford actually married neither Theresa nor Mary should not disturb this evidence very much. Mary's sudden death is as obviously contrived as Theresa's subsequent emigration to America. In disposing of his characters, Hale While made free use of the Deus ex machina. But granting the real identity of these quasifictional characters, why, we might ask, did he want to get rid of Mary at all? This question takes us into matters of Hale White's domestic life that we can only touch on here. But it is perhaps sufficient to say that Mary's death might have represented, in some sense, a wish-fulfilment. Through thirty-five years of his married life, Hale White's wife was, literally, slowly dying of an incurable disease, and the prostrating weight of that cross is grimly registered throughout his writing. Again and again he finds correlatives for his personal predicament in fictional portraits of embittered husbands whose wives are incapable of sharing their partners' intellectual interests. "Why did I marry that woman? I do not know, excepting that I was seized and driven, as if by a wave breaking on the shore."'" Such regrets are a constant refrain in his books, and the fictional solution is more often than not the death of the offending party and, to the man, the luxury of a second chance. The frustration behind these studies of incompatibility was, of course, as much sexual as intellectual, and it was unquestionably a reflection-at least in part--of Hale White's own involuntary monasticism. But the pattern is nearly always the same: the man makes the mistake of marrying the "available" woman instead of the ideal; he rationalizes his discontent by complaining of her intellectual shortcomings; through her convenient death he is granted the reprieve which permits him to marry his George Eliot. If this reasoning is correct, it seems warrantable to assume that the death of Mary was engineered to get her creator out of what, in retrospect, he might easily have felt to be a compromising situation; and emotionally to prepare himself for a consummation which, though impossible in fact, was nonetheless painfully dreamed about through a tortured lifetime.
Near the end of "Confessions of a Self-Tormentor" Hale White describes his feelings at Mrs. A's funeral, which is quite obviously that of George Eliot. That -he was actually in attendance is doubtful, but that it was an event of moving importance to him there can be no question. He writes (More Pages, pp. 121-2):
When the coffin was lowered into the grave I wept many tears. I had been guilty of a neglect which was wicked injustice, and I could never hear her say she had forgiven me. I understood the meaning of atonement, and why it has been felt in all ages that, by itself, reformation is insufficient.' I attempted an expiation, which I need not describe. It is painful, but the sacrifice which I trust I shall otIer to the end of my days brings me a measure of relief.
What is the meaning of thi, s strange statement? Why did he refer to his "neglect" of her as "wicked injustice," when, as we have seen, she seemed hardly aware of his "neglect" or, indeed, of his existence? What "wrong" had he done her that he felt demanded an "expiation"? A likely answer is that Hale White, like many others, rejected George Eliot for her irregular alliance with Lewes and later came to regret his hasty moral judgment. But this cannot be the whole answer. His words are too strong, too weighted with a heavy burden of remorse and guilt, to be satisfactorily explained by this solution alone. Doubtless he had judged her harshly, but doubtless too he did not call on her for the same reasons he refused to see Rachel with her-jealousy of a rival, fear of the social impotence bred by -his inhibited passion, anxiety lest his love for her show itself as moody hostility. These things and the deep psychological causes underlying them were, we suspect, as much involved in his "expiation" as any simple atonement for a simple wrong. For these were the impediments that had deprived him of one of the main chances of his life; these, one might say, ,~ade up the "original" sin. Had he not suffered from them, perhaps George Eliot would never have so attracted him in the first place. But taken as he was, he was doomed to love and not to love, to live an ardent dream-life and use it as the merciless standard to judge the drab quality of ,his real achievements.
In viewing this relationship, we have seen more of Hale White than of George Eliot, but the ardours of a disciple can tell us something about the master. And in this reflected light, George Eliot appears not only as a potent intellect and moral force but, in a curiously English and Puritan way, as a femme fatale. As the years passed, she doubtless came to exist for Hale White more as a symbol than as a woman, but it was a symbol that worked in subtle ways to goad his marital discontent and to serve as a perpetual reminder of many things he might have had and been.
